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This paper reviews international and Australian policies to re-connect young people 
disengaged from education, training and employment. Current Australian education policies 
recognise young people resisting educational opportunities and suggest they receive 
additional adult intervention. The professional/client casework model, which increases 
surveillance and control practices, is evident in a range of international, state & federal 
education strategies. A critical review of literature sought to examine the policies that 
measure and affect change in the lives of young people experiencing educational 
disadvantage. The paper is structured around four questions: Do generic definitions of 
disengaged youth exist? How are governments around the world responding to youth 
disengagement? What are the aims of Australian education policies in relation to these global 
responses? How is the state of Queensland responding? 
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 Introduction 
Across the developed world national governments are restructuring education systems to 
provide flexible, inclusive and appropriate skills for a modern workforce. This paper reviews 
literature and outlines problems in defining young people disengaged from education, 
employment and training.  Amidst numerous debates about youth at risk (Brader, 2004; 
Vadeboncoeur & Portes, 2002) we have witnessed a rise in government discourses such as 
“disengaged youth in need of re-connection” (DfEE, 2000; Ryan, 2004). We explore the 
current situation in selected countries and consider what Australia is, and could be, doing. 
We outline problems in defining and measuring variation in youth disengagement, 
considering political responses and policies that aim to reconnect young people to 
meaningful educational pathways.  
 
We set four questions based upon the assumption that too many of our young people are 
not achieving their full potential.  
 
1. Do generic definitions of disengaged youth exist?  
2. How are governments around the world responding to youth disengagement?  
3. What are the aims of Australian education policies in relation to these global 
responses?  
4. How is the state of Queensland education system responding? 
 
Aimed at the growing minority of young people who disengaged from education services, 
these questions ensure that the paper addresses the link between local and global trends. 
Evidence from around the world suggests we can only provide a partial view of 
disengagement based upon statistical snapshots of young people’s cirumstances. We argue 
that identification of the global, generic features of this debate helps us formulate specific, 
localised responses for the diversity of Australian youth experience in the 21st Century.  
 
The issues this literature review highlights are primarily about whom and how we reconnect 
young people with a restructured education system. The ongoing education debate, of which 
this paper forms a part, about the nature and content of service delivery, is complex. Current 
thinking about education policy for disengaged youth has progressed considerably over the 
 last decade. To the point where some national governments openly admit that thousands of 
young people continue to fall through their safety nets.  We need to be clear about whom 
the restructuring of services and reconnection strategies cater for. This paper maps the 
global direction of change onto an assessment of Australian federal strategies. We then 
localise the debate by focusing on the state responses in Queensland.  
 
Do generic definitions of disengaged youth exist?  
Before answering this question we need to unpack some of the connotations associated with 
each term separately. Youth and Disengaged are both popular concepts that enjoy widespread 
usage in the discursive practices of developed countries. Clearly the term youth has a longer 
history than disengaged in this context. We agree with Jeffs & Smith’s (2002) argument that 
the later is one of many prefixes added to the former as a way of accounting for the diversity 
of young people’s actions. We can state that no fixed, age-based definitions of youth exist. 
The fact that youth is closely associated with the teenage years (13-19) is little more than a 
historical coincidence (Brader, 2003). Nowadays, many young people display characteristics 
we commonly associate with youth before the age of 13 and after 19 years old. The literature 
on extended and non-linear youth transitions documents this trend (Furlong & Cartmel, 
2002). 
 
 So youth itself, although it may remain linked to chronological age, is no longer axiomatically 
“determined by it” (Miles, 2000; 11). As a growing number of experiences are uncoupled from 
locality and age so youth is dispersed across different ages.  
Jeffs & Smith, 2002: 53. 
 
In accordance with demographic studies demonstrating extended life expectancy (Hamnett 
et al: 1989), this paper views age as a relative measurement of time. Historically, adult 
interventions into the lives of young people reflect political pressures of the period (Skelton 
& Valentine, 1998). The current interventions into the lives of disengaged youth, often based 
on the teenage years, do not always reflect the way youth is dispersed across different times 
and places.  
 
 Having established the relative nature of youth definitions, we now focus on the term 
disengaged. Practitioners, researchers, politicians and their education policies use the term 
disengaged to describe young people who do not have a stable learning relationship with a 
significant adult or institution. This relationship could take place at school, through a 
distance-learning programme, with an employer or training provider. The important 
distinction is the stability of the relationship. We now consider how popular discursive 
practices define and maintain the concept of disengaged youth. 
 
The preferred term the UK Government uses to define disengaged youth is NEET (Not in 
Education, Employment or Training). The name has changed considerably over the last 
decade whilst the target group of young people has not (Dusseldorp Skills Forum, 2004). 
Another popular term is Status Zer0, derived from Status A (Instance et al., 1994), used to 
refer to a group of young people who were not covered by main categories of labour market 
status. According to Williamson (1999; 2005) there was a shift from political denial to 
political acknowledgement of the prevalence of 'status zer0' kids during the 1990s. On May 
31st 1994, a UK government minister was quoted on national radio saying 'unequivocally 
and categorically' that there were only 144 young people aged 16 and 17 outside of 
education, training and employment (a statistically defensible position if you simply took 
those on the benefits register who were NOT in the youth training guarantee group and who 
had not been shifted out of it).  Thus, the very next day it came as some surprise to find page 
5 of the Guardian newspaper reporting on the 'abandoned generation'. There followed a 
major concession by another minister that up to 76,000 16 and 17 year olds had slipped 
through the training and benefits net - a figure pretty close to the 100,000 estimates by 
voluntary organisations who said that two-thirds of these had no visible means of support 
(Williamson, 2005). Despite politically correct wrangling over definitions of young people 
disengaged from education, employment and training, the UK government has officially 
acknowledged young people falling through safety nets for at least ten years.  
 
At-risk is another popular adjective attached to young people who lack stable learning 
relationships. There is a substantial literature related to the identification of risk and 
protective factors amongst young populations (McGinty, 1999, 2004). However the literature 
 on this subject covers many risk variables besides education, training and employment.  The 
chart below summarises common risk factors for young people throughout the world. 
 
Social Exclusion Unit, 2000: 25 
 
The risk factors listed above fall into one of three groupings; family, school and community. 
Clearly then, the concept at risk encompasses a broad view of the factors that can lead to a 
young person being disengaged. In a similar fashion the Australian Youth Affairs Network 
(2004: 6) research highlights three levels of disengagement: 
 
1. Those not attending school, not employed either part or fulltime, at risk of 
disengaging from these systems. Still have family and other social networks intact. 
 2. Those not attending school, not employed either part or fulltime, at risk of 
disengaging from these systems, and not engaged with family and friends, but not 
cut off from services or other support that can assist re engagement. 
3. Those not attending school, not employed either part or fulltime, disengaged from 
the systems of support and service, often involved in high levels of physical and 
sexual abuse, substance abuse and suicide. Often homeless.   
 
These levels correspond to the family, school and community risk factors listed in the Social 
Exclusion report (ibid.). This suggests that relatively well-established practice wisdoms of 
work with young people do exist (Baylis, 2002). These wisdoms have informed a great deal 
of education policy for young people experiencing multiple disadvantages. Literature from 
around the world highlights the emergence of different discursive practices, which address 
overlapping social issues associated with youth disengagement. These embryonic concepts 
need to be made more robust as empirical constructs, together with comparative categories 
like “the totally disengaged”. It is especially important to clarify the relationship between 
some “state” or “condition” of disengagement and associated risk/protective factors. To 
date there is a growing body of research, policy and practice aiming to address these issues, 
but there is no authoritative, globally agreed definition. Thus, concepts remain vague, 
impressionistic and, to a large extent, “pre-empirical”. 
 
To demonstrate overlap between terms we use to define young people disconnected from 
education, training and employment we ran a simple Google search. On 2nd August, 2005 the 
search disengaged youth report returned 67,800 results. Whereas NEET youth report returned only 
12,700 and at risk youth report came in a clear winner with 2.3 million results. Although at risk 
is the most common phrase, NEET and disengaged figure in a sufficient number of reports 
for us to argue that users of all three terms target clients using similar criteria.  
 
In answer to the first research question we can state that generic definitions of youth 
disengagement do not exist. At-risk, NEET and disengaged are popular categorisations of 
young people who are not experiencing stable learning relationships. Each term has its 
benefits and limitations. Each refers to certain generic characteristics, which we could use to 
generate a widely accepted definition. But for now, a plethora of interchangeable concepts 
 describe this recurrent, global phenomenon. Disengaged youth are a heterogeneous grouping 
of young people who share certain characteristics. Until we decide on some concrete 
definitions (generic and specific), there will always be a related problem of targeting 
resources effectively. 
 
How are governments around the world responding?  
The common denominator amongst government responses across the world is the notion of 
restructured education systems. The vocabulary policy documents use to justify restructuring 
is also widespread. Dominant discourses in this field account for the problem of disengaged 
youth using a network metaphor. “Young people need re-connection to learning networks”. 
“Schools become more flexible and efficient through better use of computer networks”. 
“Practitioners develop networks to share best practice about disengaged youth”. This way of 
conceptualising social structures is part of a broader societal change (Castells, 1996, 2001). 
Any education system is going to be slow to respond to such societal change, but because of 
failings noted in numerous research reports, education restructuring is necessary and in most 
cases long overdue.  
 
There is another aspect to the restructuring, which several writers refer to as a kind of 
privatisation of education services (Gibson & Price, 2001). In essence, the free-market 
language patterns of service-based economies have slowly, but surely, infiltrated education 
systems throughout the world. Dominant discourses in this field address the recipients of 
education as “clients” and school league tables quantify “educational outcomes”. This trend 
is to be expected in a fiercely competitive world, where transferable skills are highly 
desirable. The question remains, what do these re-branded and re-structured systems offer 
disengaged youth? Here we review the responses in selected developed countries to 
emphasise generic characteristics of definition and measurement.  
 
In the UK, multi-agency solutions to the problem of youth disengagement are 
considerable. Since the advent of the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU), the UK New Labour 
Government has officially recognised several aspects of young people’s dis-connection, 
in particular defining school truancy as a major problem (Social Exclusion Unit, 1998). 
The SEU suggests local agencies should provide young people with alternative activities, 
 requiring them to stay within the education system. Usually this involves dropping some 
traditional academic activity for some work-based or informal learning. In conjunction 
with the creation of this department the New Labour Government restructured and 
merged the national careers service with youth services under regional contracts.  
  
In Japan, Ngai Sek Yum (2002) brings the phenomenon of youth disengagement to our 
attention. This paper discusses Status zer0 youth in Hong Kong and shows how government 
policy to tackle this issue has developed considerably in the last three years via the Youth 
Pre-employment Training Programme.  
 
In recent years, the number of young people who do not find full-time employment after 
graduation and repeat a cycle of part-time jobs and unemployment has grown 
significantly (1997 figure of 1.51 million grew by 500,000 in 5 years).  Therefore, 
beginning in the current fiscal year, some public employment security agencies in urban 
areas are creating policies for providing individualized support.  These policies will be 
followed in assessing aptitudes; counselling, employment guidance, providing formation; 
and developing labour demand.  
Nishida, 2002: 4 
 
Furlong (2005) also provides us with Japanese evidence claiming young people categorised as 
NEET are not a homogenous group. Accordingly, some Japanese youth, who have strong 
family connections and resources, are statistically categorised “in need of government 
support”. Referred to as “Freeters” (Furlong, 2005: 9), these young people are often from 
affluent families and well educated.  
In Canada youth issues are much the same. Statistical records show major similarities 
between Australian and Canadian experiences (McLaughlin, 1999). In terms of economic 
growth, education and employment there is little to separate the two. Similarly, in New 
Zealand the figures of youth unemployment at the 2001 census were 17.6%, accounting for 
41% of the total, representing around 45,000 young New Zealanders (NZBCSD, 2005). It 
appears that developed countries are tending to focus on the business case for addressing 
 this issue. This is clearly a convincing argument, backed by rigorous statistical analysis, which 
represents huge social and economic waste (Coles et al. 2002; Access Economics, 2005). 
In answer to the second research question we can state that governments around the world 
are responding to the problem of youth disengagement through restructured social systems, 
especially education. We now summarise key issues, which the majority of these 
restructuring strategies focus upon. Several governments have attempted to calculate the 
costs of early school leaving (DfES, Dusseldorp Skills Forum, 2004). Using indicators from 
welfare, education, and employment sectors, researchers have estimated both the social and 
economic costs of failing to meet the education and support needs of young people.  
Secondly, there is now a greater focus on the monitoring and surveillance of young people 
(Smith, 2001). Identification cards and new national databases help track the progress and 
whereabouts of clients. Despite criticisms of the intrusive nature of these tracking systems 
(Brader, 2003; Smith, 2001) there are obvious “sharing of information” benefits in these 
initiatives. Especially when we consider the kind of young people we are interested in, who 
often have sporadic contact with family & community, youth justice, welfare and education 
services. The next common issue is the parallel restructuring of welfare payments for young 
people. As a means of removing cultures of welfare dependency (Rubin, 2004) several 
governments have linked arrangements for young people’s education, employment and 
training with their welfare entitlements. “Earning or learning” strategies attempt to ensure 
that government agencies have a response for all those young people who previously fell 
through their safety nets. The final generic issue found in most government strategies is the 
focus on individuals. Nowadays, the language of “needs-based service delivery” is central to 
discourses of economic rationalism that dominate most government policy documents. 
   
The literature we have reviewed so far points to a range of necessarily implicit funding 
arrangements for disengaged youth. Because of the diversity inherent in young people’s 
struggles to make key transitions to adulthood, it is difficult to match successful innovations 
with government funding to support them. Therein lays a major contradiction. We have 
established the fact that no authoritative definition of disengaged youth exists, although 
there are generic characteristics, which several governments have identified. We have also 
summarised the extent of government responses to this problem around the world. 
 Economic and social support networks are considerable, and much more is planned, but 
local agencies working with disengaged youth (particularly detached/street work with the 
homeless) still struggle to meet funding criteria set by their governments (Crimmens et al. 
2004; Erebus Consulting Partners, 2004;). There is a mismatch between desirable outcomes. 
Government education policies view employment as the outcome par excellence, whilst local 
agencies work towards a more holist view of education for disengaged youth (Benetello, 
1996: Smith, 2003). Both government policy and local agencies believe their preferred 
outcomes are the most pragmatic and realistic. This situation suggests we should be 
concerned with the relevance of current and proposed solutions. There is a necessity to 
address this mismatch, which poses considerable tensions and challenges, with sustainable 
funding. Perhaps a global consortium of independent lead agencies would be able to define, 
measure and administer funding for disengaged youth at a national and regional level.   
 
 
What are the aims of Australian education policies in relation to these global 
responses?  
Given the lack of a comprehensive definition, it is easy to see how funding for these young 
Australians is difficult to secure and maintain. First let us establish the extent of the problem 
across Australia.  
 
Statistically, Dusseldorp Skills Forum (2004) provides current information about the learning 
and work situation of young Australians. They extract annual figures from the Labour Force 
Survey and the supplementary Education and Work reports conducted by the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics. As one of the most comprehensive and updated records of key indicators for 
young people in Australia, we applaud its commitment to longitudinal methods of gathering 
data on youth. 
 
In May 2004 15.5 percent or 214,800 Australian teenagers were not in full-time education or full-
time employment. 
 
More than a quarter of 18 and 19 year olds were not in full-time education or full-time employment 
in May 2004. 
  
The highest proportions of teenagers not in full-time learning or work are in South Australia and 
Queensland1. 
 
22 percent or 309,000 young adults were not in full-time education and were either unemployed or 
wanting work, or just working part-time, in May 2004. 
 
Prospects of work and further education for early school leavers have changed very little in recent 
years despite the improving economic conditions – 43 percent of early school leavers and 19 percent of 
school completers still experience a troubled transition in 2003. 
 
Dusseldorp Skills Forum, 2004: 4 
 
A growing body of evidence suggests similar findings across the developed world (Coles et al. 
2002; Furlong, 2005; OECD, 2004). Casualised labour markets are commonplace and this 
has a compound impact upon youth employment. Despite rising living standards, increased 
expenditure on education and extended links between social agents and businesses, a 
substantial minority of young Australians remain disconnected from education, training and 
employment.  
 
Kelly & Furlong’s (2005: 9) analysis of emerging trends in Australia confirms this 
trajectory. The Liberal Australian Government has encouraged ‘flexibility’ by 
progressively removing or weakening employment protection legislation. Kelly & 
Furlong (ibid.) argue that Australia’s casualised labour force is more closely aligned with 
the USA than ‘old’ Europe in this sense. Furthermore, Campbell's (2004: 21) analysis 
argues that “rates of casualisation in Australia are indeed highly unusual phenomena' 
when compared with other OECD countries”.  
 
The federal Australian government presents casualised youth unemployment as part of 
skills shortage across the country (Department for of Education, Science and Training, 
                                                 
1 The Northern Territory has averaged high values over the last 6 years, but values for any one year are 
based on a very small number of respondents and are too volatile to interpret. 
 2002). The aims of education policy in this respect are consistent with those identified 
across the developed world. For example, Vocational Education Training (VET) has seen 
a dramatic increase across all Australian states (SCRGSP, 2005). Whilst the department 
of Family and Community Services has created the Reconnect initiative to engage young 
people at risk of homelessness (Ryan, 2004).  In the Northern Territory, the Department 
for education, employment and training (DEET) provides us with documentary evidence 
that federal strategies are producing similar regional outcomes to those published by the 
Connexions Service in the UK.  
 
Mr Stirling praised the efforts of the Attendance Officers whom he said were starting to 
have an impact on the numbers of children who had fallen outside of the educational 
system. “The officers are working to identify students at risk - those who are not enrolled 
or attending school -and developing strategies to engage or re-engage them at school. 
“The strategies involve co-ordination with the student, the student’s family, school and 
school community, as well as with Government and non-government organisations.” 
Sterling, 2005: 1  
 
In answer to the third research question we can state that Australian education policies 
aimed at disengaged youth are closely aligned with the majority of developed countries. 
There are, however, issues that specify a unique Australian story. A distinctive aspect of the 
Australian situation is the age issue. From 5-18 years old, education in Australia is the 
responsibility of the states. Unlike the UK for instance, Australian states receive less 
statutory legislation from the federal level. As a result there is more room for specific, 
localised restructuring of education systems in Australia. There are of course, limitations to 
this structure. For instance, we have identified the crossover between issues that affect 
young people’s ability to remain engaged with education systems. Without clear and specific 
aims, there is a danger that the work of Family & Community Services will duplicate 
education department initiatives for disengaged youth at state level (see Coles, 2000; Henry 
& Taylor, 1999).   
 
 Within the rhetoric that all governments espouse about the future of flexible education 
pathways, rigid age-based definitions of youth remain. UK responses to disengaged youth 
focus on the teenage years, whilst the Australians prefer to distinguish 13-17 year olds. The 
situation is similar across the world, with critics drawing on evidence that youth transitions 
extend below and above the teenage years (Brader, 2003). In accordance with most 
government responses, Australia has chosen the re-connection of young people to a 
restructured education system as its core aim. The major caveat in this respect is the fact that 
government responses, including Australia, have tightened their definitions at the same time 
as the experience of youth across different times and places has expanded. 
 
How are Queensland education systems responding? 
Since 1996 the state of Queensland has been re-branding itself. What was known as the 
“sunshine” state is now the “smart” state. The new smart state strategy 2005-2015 suggests 
that Queensland has a choice; continue to innovate or stagnate (Queensland Government, 
2005: 1) 
 
Queensland State Education 2010 (QSE 2010) (Education Queensland 2000a) is the 
cornerstone education policy with three associated documents: the New Basics Project 
(Education Queensland 2000b); Partners for Success (Education Queensland 2000c), the 
strategy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education; and Building Success 
Together - The framework for students at educational risk (Education Queensland 
2000d).  These documents are closely aligned to the New Public Management (NPM) 
restructuring we have noted elsewhere (Gibson & Price, 1999). They represent “global 
discourses of education - and the tensions within the opposing logics of equality and neo-
liberal ideology” (Henry & Taylor, 2004: 10). We are not, however, suggesting complete 
education policy consensus across the globe. Rather, that the state of Queensland 
interpret and re-use global discourses 'in the national interest' (Henry & Talyor, 2004: 
10).                                                                                                                                                                       
 
There is an important distinction made in the Building Success Together (2000d) document. 
As we noted earlier, the term at-risk encapsulates a broad range of social factors. Henry & 
 Taylor (2004) also draw attention to the fact that Education Queensland2 is committed to 
building a framework for students at educational risk. Whereas QSE 2010 draws upon the 
language of specific target groups, the policy on educational risk constructs a narrow remit 
in this respect, which prioritises school over family and community risk factors. The policy 
guidelines explain this change: 
 
During the 1990s a number of policies were developed to focus attention on the needs of 
particular target groups.... Understanding and addressing educational concerns for these 
groups remains justified by patterns of stratification in learning outcomes.  In recent times, 
however, another map of educational risk is evolving as significant gaps in opportunity, 
services, education and lifestyle divide the affluent from the poor, and rural communities 
from urban communities, and result in fragmentation within communities. ... Single 
dimension target group strategies are no longer enough to explain the interrelated and 
cumulative social cultural, geographic and economic impacts on communities, particularly 
in localised settings  
Education Queensland 2000d: 3. 
 
This is a confusing statement to say the least. If Education Queensland does not want to 
focus on specific target groups, why are they specifying educational risk? Education systems 
have always treated young people as a “target group”. If they believe that targeting specific 
groups cannot explain “interrelated and cumulative social cultural, geographic and 
economic impact on communities, particularly in localised settings”, why does their strategy 
neglect a broader view of education, which takes account of family, community and school 
factors? The simple answer is a combination of politics and economics. Education 
Queensland acknowledges that many factors beyond their control affect a young person’s 
ability to engage in meaningful learning. They choose to focus on educational risk because it 
limits their remit and makes their outcomes easier to measure. There is, however, an inherent 
tension in this view of the problem. EQ assumes other social agencies will address family 
and community risk factors, whilst they concentrate on schooling factors. It is still not clear 
how the EQ “map of educational risk” is going to reach young people who are partially, 
                                                 
2 Education Queensland is part of the newly formed Department of Education and the Arts (DEA). 
 passively or totally disengaged from home, friends, community, employment, education and 
training? 
  
The second key Queensland response is Education and Training Reforms for the Future: A 
White Paper, which was released in November 2002 after five months of consultation 
(ETRF). 
 
The sweeping reforms are reshaping Queensland's education and training systems to cater for students' 
individual needs, inspire academic achievement, and equip them for the world of work. These reforms are 
building the foundation for a new era of educational and training excellence in the Smart State. 
Queensland Government, 2002: 6 
  
The single biggest adjustment from the disengaged youth perspective are changes to the 
senior phase or learning, which began trails in 2003. Six major goals support ETRF changes: 
1. New laws for all young people in education and training  
2. Building Year 10 as a transition to the Senior Phase of Learning  
3. Reshaping Senior  
4. More options and flexibility for young people  
5. More support for young people  
6. Building community partnerships  
Education Queensland 2005a: 1 
Educational institutions will not award the newly proposed Senior Certificate until 2008.  
 
The remainder of this section focuses upon evidence from two areas in Queensland with 
high levels of youth disengagement – The Upper Ross region in Townsville and Kingston in 
Logan City. Our intention here is to link policy and practice, applying specific, localised 
issues to the broader policy environment in which young people’s education takes place.  
 
In the regional community of Townsville, Hill & Dawes (2005) conducted research into 
factors that lead to disengagement.  They identified external and internal factors for school 
disengagement in Upper Ross, most of which correlates with previous research (Lee & Ip, 
2003). Specific issues pertinent to the Upper Ross area were very high levels of youth 
 mobility and breakdown in family support mechanisms. Lack of synergy between personal 
and school lives is the most significant generic quality of these localised issues (Hill & 
Dawes, 2005: 49)  
 
Based in Kingston, The Centre Education Programme (CEP) is a small, flexible school 
catering for young people who have experienced difficulties with mainstream school 
(www.learningplace.com.au/ea/cepc). Kingston qualifies as an area with high levels of 
deprivation in need of regenration (OESR, 2005).  CEP is currently addressing 12 requests 
from local organisations across state to replicate their service model. According to Murray 
(2005) youth disengagment in Queensland requires further concerted attention across the 
board. He suggests a fourth level should be added to the disengaged model presented by the 
Youth Affairs Network (2004). “Passively engaged” refers  to those young people attending 
school but not actually interested in or connected to anything the school offers. Secondly, 
Murray suggests there is confusion amongst Queensland education partnerships around the 
future of the ETRF pilot projects. Flexible education sites piloting projects for the transition 
to the 2008 Senior Certificate are uncertain about funding arrangements between 2006-08.  
 
These localised issues help us answer the final research question. Queensland education 
systems are responding to youth disengagement on several levels. EQ’s education policies 
aim to ensure all young people in Queensland are “earning or learning” until 17.  There is 
also a union push for “behaviour management schools” (QTU, 2005: 1), which would see “a 
new 50-teacher school in central Brisbane exclusively for disruptive children unable to cope 
with mainstream classes”. Whilst, the non-state, independent sector is addressing youth 
disengagement through the extension of their Flexible Learning Centre model (Edmund 
Rice Education, 2005). This initiative is currently responding to six requests across the state 
for assistance in establishing sustainable flexible services, each of which will seek separate 
educational registration and be overseen by one agency. 
 
All the Queensland policy documents we reviewed make reference to building community 
partnerships. All sectors of the Queensland education system have published their 
interpretation and responses to the problem of youth disengagement.  Due to the range of 
state, non-state and private education providers in Queensland there is no single source of 
 funding attached to disengaged youth. The EQ budget for 2005 (Education Queensland, 
2005b) agreed to produce a “new State School Code of Behaviour that will ensure all 
students, teachers and parents understand what is expected of them”. So there are several 
structures and polices in place to address this problem, which bring together resources and 
expertise of key agencies. Similar to commentaries from local agencies in the UK after the 
introduction of the Connexions Service (Crimmens et al. 2004), a lack of clarity and vision 
remains for those who work with young people face-to-face.  
 
Conclusion 
If we accept that youth disengagement is a global phenomenon we have to measure it 
accurately. This means deciding whether an umbrella concept like NEET or Disengaged can 
represent complexity and diversity adequately. The use of such broad terms hides crucial 
differences that make policy solutions difficult to implement. For example, designing 
education policy to meet the needs of the disengaged as though they form a homogenous, 
distinctive grouping is clearly inadequate. Conversely, sub-dividing a broad term, which 
encompasses the homeless, drug-users, single mothers, young carers, long-term unemployed 
and affluent dropouts, runs the risk or reinforcing negative stereotypes.  
 
Around the world the role of government is changing as education policies decentralise 
more decision making power to the regional level. This literature review highlights the 
need to identify generic characteristics of policies aimed at disengaged youth. We have 
identified several discursive practices, which address overlapping social issues associated with 
youth disengagement. As yet, there is no robust definition, which can stand up to rigorous 
comparative analysis across the developed world.  Well-established education systems are 
inherently complex and it is encouraging to find both similarity and difference within 
institutional responses to this globally recognisable problem. We should be concerned 
about the way certain constructs of youth engagement attract and sustain funding, whilst 
others do not. Clearly, we require flexible services for all young people. Funding is 
certainly available for this target group, but a lack of consensus remains about how we 
measure outcomes accurately at the local level. By implication, governments assume that 
comprehensive education, employment and training policies cater for all young people. 
Changes and continuities in the experience of youth in the 21st century suggest otherwise. 
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DEET  Department for Education, Employment and Training.  
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SCRGSP Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service 
Provision 
SEU  Social Exclusion Unit 
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